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3The title of Sandy Winters’s exhibition 
is a bit of a misnomer, as the process 
that perhaps best describes the artist’s 
practice is creation and re-creation. 
The evolution of her long and active 
career reveals a sensitive awareness 
of connectivity and progeny. In other 
words, she allows for her paintings, 
prints, drawings, and sculpture to give 
birth in a way to subsequent works. She 
continually recognizes the pregnant 
possibilities in a singular form and 
the opportunities for each to exist in 
new, unique environments. Aspects 
of Winters’s oeuvre seem to have a 
generative function, and these repetitive 
motifs exist as a kind of genetic material. 
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4Newer works carry the traces of their “parents.” With a knowledge 
of their lineage, her paintings, prints, drawings, and installations, 
then, function like a family tree. In fact, Tree of Life, presents just 
that, as drawings of biomechanical forms cling to branches of a 
brain-like tree. Each abstract creature, collaged onto the large 
wooden panels, is slightly different; some are perched on branches, 
while others emerge from the stems like blossoms and buds. One 
kidney-shaped creature situated near the central trunk revisits her 
work Search Light, and the tree in its entirety, in a slightly different 
iteration, is central to the composition of Tears Too Wide To Cross. 
It wouldn’t be hard to understand The Tree of Life as a quasi 
self-portrait, one that reflects the artist’s own visual language 
and perhaps also the processes of her own temporal lobe. The 
embryonic forms pictured in this work echo the cerebral function of 
creating and processing sensory input, retaining visual memories, 
and comprehending language. Although this tree can be seen as a 
sort of diagram of cerebral lobes, Winters simultaneously evokes the 
mythical tree of life, appearing in various contexts across cultures 
for millennia, to signify immortality and connectivity. Winters 
situates the tree within a larger landscape, one that resembles an 
archipelago. The swirly grain of the wood is put to use as ripples of 
water within a map-like topography. Clouds float in front of the tree, 
further obscuring and complicating where and what is pictured. At 
once, she conjures something invisible and individual—the interiority 
of one’s mind—through an ancient and nearly universal archetype. 
Trees reoccur in several of Winters’s works and situate her 
viewer within dystopian landscapes or fantastical forests. The 
Glass is Half Full, with its allusion to an optimistic perspective, 
does not easily convey a singular story of assured positivity. The 
somewhat muscular tree trunks, with leg-like limbs and an 
ominous cannon-like barrel projecting from near the top of the 
composition, suggest a more menacing narrative. Behind these 
larger components are fragments of landscapes, a distant tent city, 
and collaged newspapers. Snippets of stock exchange data and 
headlines from The New York Times reflect a more troubling reality. 
For instance, the text “Racism at Heart” and “North Carolina … 
Bathroom” that creates the ground of the work signifies recent and 
current politics of discrimination of race, sex, and gender identity. 
Tree of Life
2010
oil, graphite on wood
96 x 72 x 2 in.
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Tears to Wide to Cross
2013
graphite, block print on  
rice paper




block print, watercolor, 
graphite, on Nepali paper
21.25 x 31 in.
9The densely layered landscape in the composition is depicted as 
discreet registers, stacked vertically, but also illustrates perspectival 
recession. Along the far banks of this current, reedy vegetation 
provides the backdrop to two hybrid organic/robotic figures. Although 
heads and bodies are imagined, these creatures seem more 
mechanical (with gears, spigots, tubes, and belts) than anthropo-
morphic. Nestled in the reeds are hemispheric, basket-like forms 
that have reappeared as sculptures in Winters’s larger installations 
and assemblages. The tents, situated at the base of an icy mountain 
range, resemble nomadic settlements and refugee camps, evoking at 
once a sense of both the distant past and a fraught present. 
Winters’s work has rightly been compared to Hieronymus Bosch’s 
The Garden of Earthly Delights (c. 1490-1500). With its complicated, 
enigmatic iconography, emphasis on sin and pleasure, inconsistent 
sense of scale, and inclusion of fantastical architecture, Bosch’s 
triptych resonates with the nonsensical density of Winters’s 
landscapes. In comparison with Bosch, however, the creatures that 
inhabit Winters’s strange worlds could not be identified as human, 
Biblical, or moralizing. Yet, in the absence of cavorting and carnal 
nude human bodies, Winters nonetheless interprets anatomical 
parts as fleshy, breast-like bulges and labial shapes adorning 
the trunks of the trees in several works, including Living in a Fish 
Bowl, and phallic forms and curvilinear, conjoined organs appear 
in her other works, such as Not in My Backyard. The central motif 
of these works, as well as others in Winters’s large oeuvre, is the 
spherical vessel, which also can be seen as an allusion to Bosch’s 
inexplicable world. Specifically, the outer panels of Bosch’s triptych, 
when closed, form a translucent globe filled half-way with water. 
Interpreted Biblically, Bosch’s sphere signifies God’s creation of the 
world, or perhaps an allusion to the Flood. Despite the echoes with 
this Renaissance curiosity, Winters’s fishbowls and bubbles do not 
represent the same kind of machinations and hellish consequences 
of sin. In a twenty-first century context, the landscapes are not 
simply psychedelic bacchanalia, but instead can be seen as 
prophesies of catastrophic climate change. In this current phase 
of the Anthopocene, waters are polluted with plastics, forests are 
burning, and landscapes are quickly becoming uninhabitable. In a 
BOTTOM
Hieronymus Bosch  
(1450-1560) 




86.6 x 67.7 in.
Museo del Prado, Spain.  
Image in the Public Domain.
LEFT
The Glass is Half Full
2016
flash acrylic, graphite, 
newspaper collage on 
Arches paper




Devil’s Hair Cut collapses Bosch’s illustration of the glass-like 
world with a present-day concern about floods and fires. In contrast 
to the lacy networks of branches that occupy Winters’s other 
compositions, the tree to the left of the transparent bowl has been 
cut. The landscape outside of this smaller watery world is charac-
terized by alternating registers of land and water, with a small city 
built on the bank of land in the background of the composition. 
A series of branches and buds are stacked along the right edge, 
seemingly extending this strange space beyond the confines of the 
picture plane. This set-apart sphere is not in fact completely isolated 
from the rest of the landscape, as it seems to adhere to the pink 
protrusion on the tree stump, and another fleshy ovoid mound sticks 
to the right side of the glass. Although one might at first interpret 
this work as the necessity of making a new environment within a 
world, an artificial biosphere to support life, Winters presents a 
more complicated sequence of dependencies and relationships 
among the forms and spatial planes. 
The title, Devil’s Hair Cut, connotes a sense of existential threat, a 
return to the binary division of good and evil presented by Bosch. 
Similarly, American musician Beck took this title for a song in 1996 to 
allude to the sins of vanity, greed, and materialism. Winters’s Devil’s 
Hair Cut calls to mind both moral and environmental devastation. 
The lust Winters portrays is not Bosch’s amorous orgy; rather, 
she conveys a more abstract mode of consumption and desire for 
procreation. Human intercourse has been interrupted by mechanical 
dependence and technological infatuation. Beyond the Biblical 
references, she has cited Dionysian myth as a central theme in her 
oeuvre. Dionysus, an Olympian god of wine, vegetation, festivity, 
madness and wild frenzy, is seen here obliquely, through the result 
of creation and consumption run amok. Instead of a story of pleasure, 
she focuses on the darker side of indulgence and is fixated on 
Dionysus as an allegory for the forces of creation and destruction.
In addition to the larger evocation of mythology and religion, the 
lyricism of all of her titles also affirms a syntactical relationship 
among the sometimes seemingly incongruous components of her 




oil, aluminum, graphite  
on wood
48 x 48 x 2 in.
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Living in a Fishbowl
2004
oil, digital print on mylar, 
block print on aluminum, 
graphite on wood
48 x 48 x 2 in.
PAGE 11
Not in My Backyard
2004
oil, digital print bon mylar, 
block print on aluminum, 
collage on wood
48 x 48 x 2 in.
14
enigmatic. Seen from afar, the works seem to breathe and pulse; 
the hoses, bladders, and bubbles that occupy her compositions can 
be imagined as having pneumatic properties. Moreover, the almost 
impenetrable landscapes, each with high horizon lines, press the 
forms to the surface of the picture plane, and one can imagine how 
these creatures might threaten to push themselves into the “real” 
space of the gallery. Because of the fantastical settings, Winters 
seems committed to abstraction. But, the attention to illusionistic 
detail of her forms, as well as to perspective, texture, and composi-
tional cohesion reveals a concerted interest in lucid, interconnected 
mythology and meaning. 
The works reproduced in this catalogue reflect different series 
and material processes in her large oeuvre. This collection is not 
intended as a comprehensive retrospective, but invites an initial 
understanding of how Winters takes a motif into myriad directions. 
The endlessness implied by both her compositions and her working 
methods is one that is eternally hopeful. Through the ecological 
dystopia, there are traces of organic growth—trees that bud, waters 
that flow, and hills that remain verdant. Throughout her long and 
fruitful career, Winters finds new beginnings among the traces 
of the past. She admits to a curiosity in aging and realizes that 
temporal progression is not simply about withering or decline. Her 
approach is one of continued novelty and yet-to-be experiences. 
This idea of temporal change resists the allure of sustained youth, 
to acknowledge a more complicated connectedness between what 
has happened and the next step ahead. Her sense of anticipation 
is infectious both within the worlds she depicts, and for a viewer, 
curious to know how they might evolve. 
Shannon Egan, PhD 
Director, Schmucker Art Gallery
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Creation and Destruction
IMAGE: Sandy Winters, The Glass is Half Full, 2016, flash acrylic, graphite, 
newspaper collage on Arches paper, 62 x 80 in. Courtesy of the artist.
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